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Perchlorate-tainted wells spur government [action

The discovery in 1997 of perchlor-
ate-contaminated drinking water
in the western United States has
spurred an interagency federal task
force to tackle the health implica-
tions of this finding. The belief that
perchlorate could be detrimental to
humans at levels found in some
sources throughout the United
States is driving the acton, but the
work is challenging. In additon to
the paucity of environmental fate
and toxcity information on per-
chlorate, there is, as yet, no proven
methed for removing the com-
pound from water.

Lawsuits have been filed in Cali-
fornia, alleging that contamninated
groundwater has created serious
health risks for people living in the
San Gabriel Valley, near Los Ange-
les. As a resuly, California’s Public
Utlides Commission is investdgat-
ing whether water quality stan-
dards should change.

This month the federal task
force, including representatives
from EPA, the Agency for Toxic
Substances Disease Registry, the
National Insttute of Environmental
Health Sclences, the Deparunent of
Defense, and western states, is
sponsoring a workshop to present
results of ongoing research,

At relatively high doses, per-
chlorate is known to interfere with
the thyroid’s ability to produce har-
menes and regulate metabolism.
Perchlorate has been detected at
low levels In groundwater and sur-
face waters throughout California,
in the Calorado Rlver, and in Lake
Mead, Nev. Munitions facilides are
thought to be the princlpal source
of contamlnation. Perchlorate, an
oxidizer and primary ingredient for
solid rocker fuel, has a limited shelf
life, and must be washed out of
and replaced in the country's mis-
sile and rockert inventory.

A preliminary database search
by EPA and the Mertropolitan Wa-
ter District of Southern California
produced a list of 26 facilitles in
14 states where perchioraie may
have seeped into nearby ground
or surface waters. The largest sur-
face water concentrations to date,
up to 1700 ppb, have been found
In a Lake Mead inlec. In Califor-
nia, over 20 drinking water wells

waters in 14 states. [Courtesy NASA)

have been voluntarily closed

Low levels of perchlorate in wa-
xer were first detected in February
1987 in Sacramento, Calif., near an
Aerojet General Corp. facillty where
salid rocket motors were tested.
This finding atwracted the atntention
of the Califomnla Department of
Health Services, which also found
contamination throughout the
state: 30% of 232 groundwarer
wells tested were contaminated
with perchiorate, COHS, wgether
with the Califarnia Environmental
Protection Agency. set a provisional
acuan leve] of 18 ppb and advised
water utilities to remove from ser-
vice sources contaminated above
this level,

However, California's action
level is based on an EPA reference
dase founded on "highly uncer-
tain data,” admitted EPA toxicolo-
gist Annie Jarabek. To obtain reli-
able risk data, EPA is quickly
reassessing the toxicity of per-
chlorate, and has compressed the
typica) five- to seven-year rimeta-
ble for assessments to jusc under
a year. The final assessment is
expected in Seprember

The raw data are being devel-
oped under a $2.2 million toxicity
testing program, funded by the
Defense Department and a coali-
tion of perchlorate manufacturers
and users. “We are extrernely con-
cerned about this tssue,” said
Dan Rogers, an environmental
lawyer a1 Wright Parterson Air
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Perchiorare. u primary ingredisnt in salid rocksr fuel, muwt by reguterly raplacad in the
nation’s missile and rocket invemory. It is a comaminem in| graundwater and surface

Force Base who has spearheaded
the toxicity testing program.
Conventional water treatment
practices, including ion exchange
and advanced oxidation, have
limited or np effect on low con-
centrations jof perchlorate. How-
ever, many scientists believe thar
binlogical teatment methods
hold the angwer. “Biological treat-
ment js the)most promising tech-
nology we durrently have to treat

sults demonstrate that perchlo-
rate levels dan be reduced to
belaw L8 ppb using a sand col-
umn impregnated with bacteria,
he said. Several companies, in-
cluding Aergjer, and the U.S. Air
Force, are working to develop bi-
olagical treptment processes.

A significent barrier to the use
of any blol#glca.l method is that
such techniques have never been
used in the United Stares, said
Michael Osiinsh‘, in EPA’s Office of
Water. An additonal $2 million
provided by Congress is aimed at
finding a téchnology that will
work. 7 -

Although there are no federal
regulations for perchlorate, EPA
signaled thar it may be a candi-
date for reguladon when it pub-
lished the glrinking Water Con-
taminant Gandidare List in
Mearch. —REBECCA RENNER
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Annie M. Jarabek
Toxicologist

PHONE: 919.541.4847
FAX: 919.541.1818
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MESSAGE FOR:

Major Dan Rogers
Catherine McCracken
Kevin Mayer

Mike Osinski

Peter Grevatt

DATE: 05/11/98
TIME: 14:45 EDT

PAGES TO FOILLOW: 1

937.257.7287
415.744.2182
415.744.2248
202.260.6252
202 260.3100

937.257.0537
415.744.1796
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